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The Open Universiteit Nederland has decided to award a  
Doctorate Honoris Causa  
to Prof. dr. Gerd Gigerenzer,   
in recognition of his significant contribution to fast and frugal decision-making in 
several scientific disciplines as well as his efforts to open up these insights for a 
broad public 
 
Laudatio 
Gerd Gigerenzer is director of the Max Planck Institute for Human Development 
and director of the Harding Center for Risk Literacy, Berlin.  He has written 
several books on the use of heuristics, decision making, the adaptive toolbox and 
ecological rationality, for both a lay audience and the professions. In his most 
recent book Rationality for Mortals (2008), articles have been collected that 
study how decisions are made under conditions of limited time and restricted 
information in daily life, in medicine, in law, in economics and in psychology. His 
other books include Simple Heuristics That Make Us Smart (Gigerenzer, Todd, & 
ABC Research Group., 1999), Adaptive thinking  (Gigerenzer, 2000) and 
Bounded Rationality: The Adaptive Toolbox (Gigerenzer & Selten, 2001). For a 
lay audience he wrote Reckoning with Risk: Learning to Live with Uncertainty, 
and Gut Feelings: The Intelligence of the Unconscious (2002, 2007) which have 
been translated into many languages.  
As a psychologist, Gerd Gigerenzer started to publish (with others) on the 
development of statistical reasoning in the history of science, especially in 
psychology (Gigerenzer, et al., 1989). This was not doing history for its own 
sake. We are reminded of the delicate and complex evolution of modern thought 
on chance and necessity. Already in 1989 these authors demonstrated that 
psychologists mix several contradicting theories of interpreting statistical 
material, without proper reference to the creators of statistical thought. By 
criticizing the statistical rituals that psychologist still mindlessly adhere to, and 
showing the alternatives, Gerd Gigerenzer has stimulated statistical thinking in 
psychology (Gigerenzer, 2004). I only mention here the way the null hypothesis 
is used and misused by many. And it still is. 
An even more important reason for his honorary doctorate is his contribution to 
the study of bounded rationality, and the role of implicit reasoning in decision 
making. His focus on the use of fast and frugal heuristics in professions, such as 
economics, law and medicine, as well as in daily life has shown that heuristics 
are cognitive tools that help us adapt to our physical, social and professional 
environment. He criticized the work of Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky who 
argued that heuristics are cognitive biases in which we fail to comply with the 
laws of logic or the rules of the probability calculus. Frege revisited, one would 
almost think. Gigerenzer demonstrated that there are circumstances where 
optimization is not the best solution in practical or professional decisions. When 
solutions are computationally intractable, lack reliability or validity due to 
estimation errors, or must be found speedy in urgent actions, we are much 
better off when we rely on fast and frugal heuristics that ignore much of the 
available information and use rough estimates (Gigerenzer, 2008).  
Rationality may be bounded but not impotent. The boundedness of rationality is 
as natural as it is for birds to be constrained by gravity. Nature gave birds their 
wings, nature gave humans an adaptive toolbox – also known as the mind -- 
with which we survived much better than logic would have predicted. We evolved 
to have minds adapted to deal with situations in which there was little time to 
think, no way to tract necessary computations, no means to estimate validly, nor 
to make sufficient reliable observations. Some of these tools Gigerenzer calls fast 
and frugal heuristics. These are  the rules of thumb we live by.  
The mind as a toolbox  for adaptation, however, cannot be seen in isolation from 
its environment. We can be rational enough if we find ourselves in environments 
that are a match to our adapted minds. This works both ways: not only is our 
toolbox full of tools – such as heuristics – that are fast and frugal enough to 
survive in the environments that humans evolved in and created later; but also 
we can rationally design environments that are inviting enough to adapt to 
easily. Sometimes we even do. Sometimes we don’t.   
Most people live their lives without having to bother very much about scientific 
problems. Their environments are full of the results of scientific creativity and 
technological invention, but who cares? If only the television set plays as soon as 
the button is pushed. But nothing is certain. We live in a complex environment 
and therefore there are many uncertainties. One risk is becoming ill, another 
losing on one’s stock investments, another being wrongly suspected of a crime, 
yet another being selected as the perfect candidate for the wrong job. In one of 
his books Gigerenzer showed us how to learn to live with uncertainty by showing 
how chance and risk should be approached. What does a DNA analysis really 
say? Is it as infallible as many think? What does it mean when the doctors tell us 
that due to this test 70% more survived? What do we mean when we say there 
is a chance of 30% rain tomorrow? Should you participate in routine population 
screening for breast cancer, colorectal cancer, prostate cancer, coronary risks, 
etc?  
And there is yet another risk we run: meeting a professional – say your physician 
– who  doesn’t know what the probabilities mean that health organizations, 
insurance companies and pharmaceutical firms publish about diseases you may 
have. That is not a small risk, as Prof. Gigerenzer has found out. It is a very 
large risk. Many physicians, and many other professionals as well (weathermen, 
insurance men, DNA analysts, surgeons, lawyers, psychiatrists, psychologists) 
cannot explain what the probabilities mean they confront us with. However, you 
can’t blame them, says Prof. Gigerenzer. Although it is the duty of a professional 
to present information in a manner that everybody can understand what is at 
stake, our professionals have not been educated to design the right 
environments for the ordinary, but adapted minds we have. For after all, only 
since Charles Darwin, gradually have minds become seen as results of evolution, 
not as just the producers of thought in the logical sense of that word. For the 
history of the mind is the history of the dream of reason. Francis Bacon, René 
Descartes, Baruch de Spinoza, David Hume, Immanuel Kant freed thinking from 
religious belief and emotion. Or so they thought. Thought made humans rise 
above animals. Every person could know nature if he or she used reason, 
experiment, or observation. Logic  was the language of thought, as for instance 
Gottlob Frege suggested in the nineteenth century. Science offered truth and 
certainty. In the twentieth century, Sir Karl Popper made it clear that even if we 
have not yet found evidence against a theory, we still can never be sure that it is 
true. We definitely have to live with uncertainty.  
 It is one of Gigerenzers contributions that he not only criticizes that idea, but 
also offers tools to design the presentation of information clear and 
comprehensibly for, in terms of evolution, our old and well adapted and adapting 
minds. In his work Gerd Gigerenzer has contributed to both the 
professionalization of professionals, as well as the “protoprofessionalization” of 
lay people. In that sense his contribution to making lifelong learning possible, 
cannot be overestimated. That’s for sure. 
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Gerd Gigerenzer is director of the Max Planck Institute for Human Development and 
director of the Harding Center for Risk Literacy, Berlin. He is a former Professor of 
Psychology at the University of Chicago, and John M. Olin Distinguished Visiting 
Professor, School of Law at the University of Virginia. He is the Batten Fellow at the 
Darden Business School, University of Virginia, and Fellow of the Berlin-Brandenburg 
Academy of Sciences and the German Academy of Sciences Leopoldina.  
 
